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Unfortunately, the analogy between the respective conditions of China and the story's protagonist is not a good one. The attempt to make nationalism and anti-imperialism issues in a story that is a pathological character study must be considered a failure. bearing on the psychological deterioration of the protagonist. They are introduced almost as an afterthought and are irrelevant to the development of the story.8
Egan sees the plot of "Sinking" as "essentially apolitical and individualistic, as opposed to social and ideological."' If we read the story as sustained irony (what Booth calls stable irony) then the fervent nationalist sentiments expressed by the protagonist must be as suspect as all his fallible perceptions of self and the world around him. These are but the babblings of the pitiable mock hero. And yet the nationalist theme, which Egan believes is "tacked on, as if out of obligation," is so glaring and expressed with such ardent sincerity as to demand thoughtful review.
The nationalist sentiment, as we shall see, has absolute "bearing on the psychological deterioration of the protagonist." To disregard the protagonist's patriotism and the place of nationalism in the story as a whole is to accept unquestioningly that May Fourth writers embraced, without equivocation, the Western humanist model of self which sees individual consciousness as primary and ultimately unconnected to the national collective. I am following the lead of Leo Ou-fan Lee who has described the themes of "sex, racism and nationalism" in this story as closely interconnected. Though Lee also underplays the nationalism in the story, he recognizes the essential interrelationship between the private self and the nation, and he asserts that the "nationalism of Yu Dafu in Japan was... personal and psychological, not exclusively political or ideological."1" The nationalist theme in "Sinking" amounts to much more than the pitiful laments by the protagonist for the weakness of his homeland ("China, oh my China! Why don't you grow rich and strong?" f I1 R rfl! .,T,, t ) F N R ~ p. 128), it informs the entire story through spatial imagery, the theme of sexual desire, and the use of poetic subtexts. An analysis of these three aspects of the story will demonstrate the centrality of the nationalist theme which the ironic reading tends to gloss over. My reading will be grounded in an intentionality, not the private authorial intention so abhorrent to the New Critics, nor the psychologizing of Leo Oufan Lee's Eriksonian approach to history, but a social, historical and cultural intention which motivates the production of literary texts.
When we look beneath the radical ideological posture of May Fourth iconoclasm and the Western origin of the many ideas they adopted, we see a period of great intellectual paradox and emotional tension.1 The paradoxes are readily apparent when we stand back to look at May Fourth thought as a whole, but they are also to be found within the literary oeuvre, and within particular works, of individual writers. It is perhaps especially in its understanding and representation of the self that the May Fourth appears most equivocal. Fiction, and to a lesser extent poetry, were BEgan, p. 320-1. 'Egan, p. 321 "'Lee, The Romantic Generation, p. 91. Jeannette Faurot writes that the protagonist in "Sinking" has "a sense of personal identification with China, a feeling that he as an individual is China in miniature" ("Nationalism in Modem Chinese Literature," Literature East and West [1987] the privileged realms through which the tensions and paradoxes of the May Fourth self were represented. After analyzing how these tensions are expressed in "Sinking," a representative May Fourth literary text, I will broaden my discussion in an attempt to trace the origins of the paradox of self to both the specific historical exigencies of the May Fourth period and, drawing from the work of Thomas Metzger, to an internal dynamic which had been a "predicament" for Chinese intellectuals long before the onslaught of Western imperialism. In the process some new directions for the reading of May Fourth literary texts, which confront and account for their complexities and ambiguities, may emerge.
II
One should recall that "Sinking" was both written and its action takes place in Japan. For young Chinese students studying in Japan, this island nation was symbolically ambiguous: it stood in their minds as both the cause of Chinese national humiliation (i.e. defeat in the 1894-95 war, the Twenty-one Demands, and the Treaty of Versailles) and the shining paragon of an Asian nation which had successfully modernized along the Western model. No doubt Yu Dafu was simply drawing on his personal experience as an overseas student in Japan for fictional material, but the effect of the setting of the story goes beyond documentary realism to evoke in the Chinese reader a sense of national shame and to raise in his mind haunting questions about why Japan had succeeded in national modernization when China was failing so miserably. The image of a Chinese student learning from the Japanese underlines this shame felt by Chinese. The contrast with the days when China was learned master and Japan humble pupil could not be more dramatically conveyed.
The protagonist of "Sinking" is the proverbial exile. His mind, which Egan is right to call the center of the story, separated from the cultural "We," becomes unanchored and drifts freely in a sea of self-consciousness. Trite as it may be, the setting of the island becomes a physical projection of the alienated consciousness cut off from the culture through which it has always defined and understood itself. The setting of the island separated from continental China, establishes a fundamental tension between "here" and "there," the isolated self and the absent motherland and, by implication, between modernization and tradition. The protagonist is caught in the paradoxical bind of the self-imposed exile: his conscious rejection of the motherland is continuously undermined by an obsessive desire to return to it.
The imagery of "here" separated by a vast gulf from "there," implicit in the general setting, is repeated again and again in the more particular spatial imagery of the story and the protagonist's physical movement within it. After translating Wordsworth's "The Solitary Reaper" in part one of the story, the protagonist gazes at the sun setting across the plain where a mountain appears to float in a hazy mist. The mountain stands on what is described as "the distant shore (bi'an {It J) of the plain, the western horizon" (525). Bi'an, meaning literally "that shore," is a Buddhist term denoting the land of enlightenment as opposed to ci'an It I, "this shore," the mundane world of life and death. Yu Dafu uses the term in several instances in the story to indicate distant ephemera across a vast expanse of space. When walking aimlessly from his hostel the morning after the infamous voyeur incident (section 5), the protagonist comes to a crossroads near the crest of a hill. He feels an urge to turn south and follow the road which leads down onto the plain and to "the city on the distant shore." On that "distant shore" across the plain he views "a dense forest which cut into the blue sky." He thinks this must be the location of the "A temple," a Shinto shrine, or shengong *f '. (That the shen of this term is the same used in the ancient designation for China, Shenzhou * )Aii, certainly lends it symbolic possibilities.) The protagonist turns back, however, to continue along the road on "this" side of the plain. He eventually finds himself in a hillside park covered with plum trees. So enthralled is he with the beauty of the park that he decides to leave the hostel and move into a cottage there, thus completing what has been throughout the story a gradual movement away from society. Significantly, the park faces south across the plain and affords the protagonist a clear prospect of the "distant shore." Throughout this gradual movement away from China, from the company of other Chinese to the solitude of the hillside plum garden, the protagonist's gaze has been steadily directed across to the "distant shore."
The image of the distant shore remains latent until section 7 when, wakened from an afternoon nap, the protagonist is mysteriously compelled to descend from his hilltop retreat and cross the plain for the first time in the story. As if without conscious awareness, he reaches the Shinto Shrine where he boards a trolley car "without knowing why he should be taking the trolley or where he was going" (T ~i tA"'Ap13)He ,p.p137). Hearrives at an ocean harbor where he embarks on a boat which ferries him westward across a bay. Here he is goaded by his own sexual (and national) insecurity into a brothel. He chooses a room facing the ocean, opens the shutters to the window and gazes out onto the seascape. Hours later, the sky still dark, he wanders along the beach. The narrator describes this final scene: "From afar the lights of the fishermen's boats seemed to be beckoning him, like the will-o'-the-wisp, and the waves under the silvery moon seemed to be winking at him like the eyes of mountain spi-(140-41). Finally, contemplating suicide, he sees a bright star in the distance under which he imagines his homeland. The story ends with the above-quoted lament about the weakness and poverty of his beloved China.
The movement of the protagonist in the final two sections of the story is directly opposite to that which has been related in the first six sections of the story, which narrate his gradual separation from China. In the first two-thirds of the story, the protagonist leaves the comfortable embrace of his homeland to live in the unknown of an alien country to study Western medicine. After a year in Tokyo, he divorces himself from the community of Chinese students by studying in distant N. City where he rejects offers of friendship by well-intentioned Japanese students. He finds an excuse to sever relations with his elder brother and finally sequesters himself in the cottage in the hillside park. He has rejected all social relations for the sanctuary of solitude. As he descends from his hilltop retreat in the pivotal section 7, he is for the first time in the story attracted to, rather than consciously rejecting, something. His mystical journey toward the seaside brothel, then, reverses the separation which the protagonist has sought for himself throughout the first six sections of the story. As he approaches it, however, his unknown goal remains elusive, remote, and ungraspable.
It is by no means surprising to the reader that this final journey should end in a brothel. The themes of sexual desire and eroticism have been salient throughout the story and it is to be expected that they aspire, as it were, to climax. Up to this point, the protagonist's desire has manifested itself in the only sorts of sexual activity that the solitary self can engage in, the anti-social, self-destructive acts of masturbation, which turns the object of desire onto the self, and voyeurism, which derives pleasure from the distance between desiring subject and object. The protagonist's sudden, mysterious movement toward the brothel by the ocean is impelled by the two inter-connected forces of his sexual need and his sense of national inferiority. It is the protagonist's profound sense of lack, both sexual and national, which causes him to mistake the seductive calls of the prostitutes for a combative challenge to be countered with a "declaration of war." Through the assertion of his sexuality he seeks redress for his sense of national humiliation. The subtly suggestive slit up the prostitute's kimono arouses him, but his courage flags and so he conceals his failure with drunken bravado and the pathetic recitation of nostalgic poetry. He leaves the brothel in despair early the next morning and walks along the ocean's edge where he contemplates drowning himself.
This inexplicable urge to throw himself in the sea is preceded by a set of clearly sexual images. The reflection of the moon in the ocean waves, like the blinking eyes of "mountain spirits," seem to draw him toward the water. The moon, of course, is a hackneyed symbol of womanhood and a medium through which lovers separated by distance spiritually unite with each other. The "mountain spirit" (shangui IIJ %) is an allusion to a poem of the same name in the "Jiuge" L W (Nine Songs) of the Chuci X V. The mountain spirit, according to David Hawkes, is a female deity worshipped as a fertility goddess. Some scholars see the "mountain spirit" as the goddess of Gaotang, the deity of the Wu mountain above the Three Gorges.12 In both the Chuci poem and Song Yu's 1 1, "Gaotang fu" I EA (The Rhapsody of Gaotang), the goddess of the mountain is a seductress who couples with lovers and leaves them disconsolate and longing for her return. She is the most potently sexual goddess in the Chinese pantheon. The image of the "mountain spirit" at the end of "Sinking" thus envelops the distant ephemera across the ocean with a strong sense of sexual allurement and paints it as an unattainable object of desire. The moon, the ocean water, and the strong suggestion of a water, or mountain, goddess cloak this scene in the imagery of an allegorical quest for a lover. In the Chuci tradition, the poet, in allegorical imitation of the ancient shaman, seeks a meeting with the ever-elusive goddess, but is always disappointed in his quest."3 But what is the object of the protagonist's desire? Beneath the need for immediate sexual gratification lies a more profound metaphysical need. What he wants most of all, he declares earlier in the story, is "a 'heart' that can understand and comfort me, a warm and passionate heart and the sympathy that it generates and the love born of that sympathy" (128). What this "modern" alienated self desires is rein- tegration into the human community through a coupling of xin i, (heart/mind). The physical movement of the protagonist represents a metaphysical need to end the radical isolation which has emasculated his self through barren inwardness. To live in exile, the story may be saying, alienated from one's society and culture is to be very much less than a whole person and the protagonist's journey toward the distant shore marks a deep wish to return to a social and moral whole, to recapture the very Confucian sense of a community of like minds which will replenish lost selfhood. The meeting of land and water at the ocean shore is thus read as a spatial projection of the duality of the protagonist's mind. The ocean, its vastness and chaos, stands before him as a kind of origin, a time prior to the alienation of modern self-consciousness, to which the protagonist desires to return.'4 The island behind is a physical representation of the isolation of the modern mind, at once attractive and repellent to the protagonist. His sexual misadventure in the brothel ends with a whimper and leads to his anguished deliberations about suicide on the shore. Existential dilemma? In a sense, but of a nature very different from that which emerged with the collapse of Christian faith in the West. The protagonist's existential anguish is the realization that his individual identity is profoundly threatened by the collapse of the cultural whole.15 Without that cultural whole he is alone; his individual life is meaningless without social relations tied together by shared cultural values and so he suffers a crisis of identity, hastened by a sense of national shame, which pushes him to the brink of suicide. His suicidal deliberations on the shore, between land and sea, reflect the ambiguities of his sense of self caught between modern, Western selfconsciousness and traditional Chinese moral and cultural unity.
The ending of the story is manifestly open and the reader is left to ponder whether or not the protagonist actually carries out the suicide. Even if solid textual evidence were provided to confirm the drowning, which some see in the story's title,'6 the reader is still able to interpret the suicide in at least two ways: a final desperate act of social alienation or a metaphysical reintegration with his true object of desire, his motherland which he sees under a "trembling star in the farthest reaches of the western horizon" (141). The sexual urge has driven the protagonist from "this shore" (his hilltop retreat) to "that shore" (the oceanside brothel), but his desire is unfulfilled and he redirects it toward a new object across the sea, on a further distant shore. Sexual desire seeks to recapture a primitive metaphysical state before the separation of subject from object, of I from We. In the final two sections of "Sinking," sexual desire has driven the protagonist from his hilltop isolation to his seaside What I will call the discourse of self, how selfhood is constructed through language, is vastly different in the Western and Chinese subtexts. The figures depicted in the Western texts revel superciliously in their rejection of the mundane world; solitude is actively sought for its sublimity, for bringing self closer to the divine. The Chinese texts lament the same separation; their "protagonists" seem to be constantly gazing nostalgically over their shoulders to what they have left behind. While Heine, Zarathustra, and Thoreau disdain society, the Chinese poets express a longing to return to it. This gulf between the two discourses is made explicit at the beginning of the story when the protagonist, after reciting aloud Wordsworth's "The Solitary Reaper," attempts to translate it into Chinese. He despairs at the futility of using one language to understand another: "...he suddenly felt that he had done something silly and started to reproach himself: 'What kind of a translation is that? Isn't it as insipid as the hymns sung in the church? English poetry is English poetry and Chinese poetry is Chinese poetry; why bother to translate?'" ~I W, i 11OP
But where does the protagonist of "Sinking" stand in the midst of these contrastive discourses? He is caught awkwardly and anxiously between them. The iconoclastic trend of the May Fourth period demanded rejection of the traditional discourse of self. Writers and intellectuals cast themselves into a cultural void from which they desperately sought to escape through surrogate discourses from the West. The difficulty was that Chinese writers lacked the philosophical and religious foundation upon which the models they sought to imitate stood. It was as if they were putting on strange new clothes which fit poorly and in which they felt awkward and ill at ease. Though the protagonist of "Sinking" attempts to live out the view of self offered by these Western texts (he sees himself as Zarathustra and like Heine leaves the world for a hilltop retreat), he finds the radical isolation of this life too much to bear and so is drawn back to China and its traditional trope of the exile longing nostalgically for his homeland.
In some sense, this tension between the West and China is delineated before the protagonist is "exiled" to Japan. Section 3 of the story is a flashback which relates the protagonist's early schooling and how he came to study in Japan. His educational history is a string of failures and disappointments; he transfers for various reasons from one Western-run missionary school to another, returning temporarily after each withdrawal to his "studio" (shuzhai -.
) at his home near Hangzhou. It is in his studio, surrounded by the Jiangnan scenery and the books of his father and grandfather, that the protagonist feels most at ease. But here "he was more and more enveloped in a world of fantasy, and it was probably during this time that the seeds of his hypochondria were sown" 1T i My rather Levensonian reading of "Sinking" presented in the middle of this paper should by now appear somewhat simplistic. The May Fourth dilemma of self was vastly more complex than neat formulae contrasting Chinese tradition and Western modernity can account for. Paralyzed between the island and the distant shore, Yu Dafu's protagonist encapsulates the complexity of the May Fourth dilemma of the intellectual self's relation to the nation. The predicament of the protagonist is that he is caught in a web of conflicting discourses which offer no fulfillment of very traditional desires for social transformation. The Western model of self needed for the iconoclastic stance is ultimately terrifying to the Chinese intellectual because it cuts him off from the possibility of linkage as a means toward social and national renewal. Isolated egoism has only led the protagonist to a state of mind which was the greatest fear of the Neo-Confucian: a "'dead,' 'bad,' self-centered way, cognitively disoriented by the helter-skelter of happening, feeling out of contact with ultimate reality, subject to anxious feelings of powerlessness and aimlessness in the face of powerful forces threatening to 'overcome' one, and also unable to realize social oneness and to save the world" (Metzger, p. 81). The traditional moral community longed for on the distant shore, the goal of linkage, however, is a "fantasy," a will-o-the-wisp, an illusion no longer possible to recapture. Tradition, for the May Fourth intellectual, was no solution to China's moral, cultural and national crisis.
The dilemma of the protagonist is that much more bewildering because the two shores between which he stands are no longer easily delineated as modern West and traditional China. The May Fourth self was torn between the dual pulls of iconoclasm and nationalism, at once attracted and repelled by both. Neither the traditional view of self as demigod, nor the Western liberal-humanist model of self is possible. Neither Western nationalism, nor traditional moral collectivism can appeal to the protagonist. The Chinese tradition has supplied the necessary cultural foundation upon which Western iconoclasm and nationalism were received, but at the same time it has undermined that reception. And yet, that both China and the West are seen to contain elements of the other also suggests the breakdown of a strict polarization of China and the West and points toward a kind of cosmopolitan universalism which promises possibilities for cross-cultural synthesis and social transformation. Added to the already complex web of May Fourth paradoxes is that of universalist cosmopolitanism and a parochial nationalism.
